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Abstract 


Malawi is one of the poorest country in Africa. 112 million peoples are living in below 
the international poverty line and approximately 14.3 million are living in less than $2 in per day. 
Here one million Malawian children are orphaned due to HIV / AIDS. Once in ten adults has 
affected in HIV / AIDS. The main causes of the poverty are economic productivity of land, 
labor capital and technology. Due to this poverty poor access to health care, disease and food 
shortage. Malawi has low adult literacy rate. Here only 65.8% of population only can read and 
write by the age of 15. Malawian children are generally malnourished. 

Introduction 


Malawi is one of the world’s poorest countries, ranking 160th out of 182 countries on the 
Human Development Index. Progress towards reaching the Millennium Development Goal of 
eradicating extreme poverty has been limited. Poverty in Malawi has been at critical level for 
decades. Poor rural people in Malawi are unable to diversify out of agriculture and tend to 
remain underemployed for part of the year. More than a third of rural households earn their 
livelihood only from farming or fishing. Agriculture is the most important sector of the economy, 
employing about 80 per cent of the workforce. The sector is dualistic, comprising smallholders 
and estates. More than 90 per cent of the rural population (2.5-3 million households) are 
smallholder farmers with customary land tenure. They cultivate small and fragmented 
landholdings over approximately 2.4 million hectares, with low yields, and are mainly 
subsistence-oriented. Average landholding size has fallen from 1.5 hectares in 1968 to around 
0.8 hectares today. Over 80 per cent of this land is planted with maize. 
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The estate land is mainly under freehold or leasehold tenure and the main crops are 
tobacco, tea, sugar and coffee. Tobacco is Malawi’s largest export cash crop, accounting for over 
50 per cent of export earnings, followed by tea and sugar. Malawi is able to produce around 3 
million tonnes of maize, which is above the self-sufficiency level of 2.3 million tonnes. 
However, in poor seasons widespread food shortages are experienced. Many households with 
large families and small plots suffer chronic food insecurity and malnutrition. 

Livestock ownership is very low by regional standards. Performance of the livestock 
sector is affected by low productivity of the cropping sector: as cropping extends into grazing 
areas, the number of ruminant livestock has been decreasing. Per capita meat consumption and 
animal protein intake are low, contributing to poor nutrition among children. 

Education reform has been a hot topic in recent years, and leaders across the political 
spectrum have championed measures such as increased testing and results-based evaluation of 
teachers and school districts. But one of the most pervasive problems affecting public schools is 
rarely discussed as an education issue at all. With the recent news that a majority of K-12 
students in the Southern and Western United States now live in low-income households, it is 
time to take a serious look at how poverty affects education. 

Poverty and its impact on children in our schools in Malawi 

1. Disadvantaged even before birth 

Cognitive capacity is not just a matter of genetics, but can be strongly influenced by 
external factors like prenatal drug use, environmental toxins, poor nutrition, and exposure to 
stress and violence. All of these are more prevalent in low-income households, and affect 
cognitive development from the prenatal stage through adulthood. 

2. Less verbal exposure 

A famous 1995 study by Hart and Risley demonstrated that by the age of four, children 
from poor households hear 32 million fewer spoken words than their better-off peers. More 
recent research has shown that quality of conversation differs as well. Parents with higher 
education and income are more likely to engage children with questions and dialogue that invite 
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creative responses, while parents in poverty often lack the time and energy for anything more 
than simple and goal-oriented commands. 

3. Poor sense of agency 

Children growing up in poverty often experience life as a series of volatile situations over 
which neither they nor their caregivers have any control. Thus they fail to develop a conception 
of themselves as free individuals capable of making choices and acting on them to shape their 
lives, instead reacting to crises that are only magnified by their poor ability to plan ahead or 
reflect. This doesn’t just affect educational success - studies have shown that a low sense of 
control over one’s life has major health impacts in all areas, regardless of finances or access to 
healthcare. 

4. Low executive function 

Executive function skills such as impulse control, emotional regulation, attention 
management, prioritization of tasks, and working memory draw on a limited supply of mental 
energy. But the day-to-day insecurities of life in poverty interfere with these functions by 
releasing stress hormones that direct energy away from them towards more basic survival 
mechanisms. Regular exposure to these stresses in childhood can inhibit early development of 
the neural connections that enable executive function, leaving children with both academic and 
behavioral problems. 

5. More demanding environment 

In past decades, the availability of well-paid unskilled jobs created a virtual cycle that 
allowed families to enter the middle class within a generation as uneducated factory workers 
raised stable families and sent their children to college. But in today’s knowledge-based 
economy, moving out of poverty is far more complex. With more competition for unskilled work 
and a minimum wage that has not kept up with inflation, attaining economic independence 
requires more education, planning, and interpersonal skills - precisely the areas in which low- 
income individuals are disadvantaged to begin with. 
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6. Comparisons are misleading 

Education reformers often point to the disparity in test scores and grades between the US 
and other industrialized countries as a sign that differences in educational approaches are the 
deciding factor. Yet when the data is broken down, it turns out that American children of affluent 
families do as well as their foreign peers. What drags down the US average is the fact that its 
poverty rate is higher than in many other wealthy nations, and more firmly entrenched. 

7. It’s getting worse 

Today, low-income students are four and a half times more likely to drop out of high 
school, and even those who are academically proficient are far less likely to complete college. 
The gap in SAT scores between wealthy and poor students has grown by 42% in the last two 
decades. And financial stability has become less attainable even for college graduates, with only 
one-third of adults under 35 forming independent households. 

8. Targeted intervention 

Instead of pushing nationwide testing and higher standards across the board, education 
reform should focus on school districts in poor neighborhoods with targeted investments 
designed to counteract the effects of poverty on educational achievement. In addition to 
preschool and extended school hours, their scope can be broadened to include health care and 
nutrition support, as well as parental training and mentoring programs to improve household 
stability. 

9. Brain plasticity works both ways 

Just as inhibited neural development in early childhood can have a negative cumulative 
effect in later stages of life, the trend can be reversed with neural interventions that 
simultaneously build up multiple elements of executive functioning, allowing them to reinforce 
each other. By training memory, attention, processing, and sequencing abilities, computer 
programs like Fast ForWord have successfully improved reading and math results at multiple 
elementary schools with high poverty rates. In addition, programs like Reading Assistant can 
boost student’s print exposure, which helps compensate for reduced exposure to verbal language 
and print at home. And though some critical windows for intervention occur in childhood, the 
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brain continues to develop long after, with many adults showing significant improvement in 
executive function after completing brief regimens of logic games and reading exercises. 

10. Smart design 

Whether they target children or parents, programs must be implemented in a way that 
takes into account the difficulties their intended beneficiaries face with executive function. 
Flexible scheduling, simple instructions, more incremental steps, reduced paperwork, and 
minimal penalties for participation lapses can go a long way towards increasing engagement and 
successful completion. 

Conclusion 

Today more than ever, education remains the key to escaping poverty, while poverty 
remains the biggest obstacle to education. Harnessing the growing body of neuroscience 
knowledge in an effective and practical way is the key to breaking the vicious cycle. It is 
important to emphasize that children of poverty do not have broken brains or limited 
intelligence. They have brains that have not matured, which can be quickly changed through 
neuroscience interventions like Fast for Word. These students have tremendous potential to 
succeed with the right combination of education and interventions. 
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